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Pupils and students in the Community in 1990/91 
The number of pupils and students in the Community stood at 76 
million in 1990/91. This represented more than one-fifth (22%) of 
the total population. 
In 1990/91, 10 million pupils were in pre-primary education, 39 
million in primary education and lower secondary education, 18 
million in upper secondary education and 9 million in higher 
education. 
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Pupils and students by level 
The sharp drop in fertility since the mid-1960s 
has led to a marked reduction in the numbers in 
the lower age brackets of the population. As a 
result, the total number of pupils and students 
fell during the eighties by 4%. The fall in the 
number of pupils and students would have been 
greater if there had not been contrasting trends 
caused by a greater participation in pre- and 
post- compulsory education. Since 1985/86, 
there has been a virtual stagnation in the 
number of births and indeed the total number of 
pupils and students is now increasing slightly. 
Despite the decline in births, the number of 
pupils in pre-primary education in the 
Community has remained stable between 8.5 
and 8.9 million (9.6 million including the new 
Länder) over the last fifteen years. However, 
because of different policies and starting ages, 
ranging from two in Belgium, Spain and France 
to six in Denmark, there are considerable 
variations between Member States. 
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Table 1: Participation in education - EUR 12 
(excluding pre-primary) 
Pupils and students 


























(1) including the new German Länder 
In contrast with pre-primary education, the population 
trend has resulted in a fall in the number of pupils in 
compulsory schooling. Full-time compulsory 
education normally begins at the age of 5/6 and lasts 
until 15/16. (In Belgium and Germany the leaving age 
is 18, although the last two or three years are on a 
part-time basis). It generally covers the primary and 
lower secondary levels where the number of pupils 
has declined considerably, falling by 8% or 3 million 
pupils since 1985/86. The largest decrease has been 
in Italy (18%). There has also been a downward trend 
of more than 10% in Denmark, Spain and the 
Netherlands. 
Chart 2: Change in the number of pupils in primary and 
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The majority of pupils included in upper secondary 
are in post-compulsory education. As with pre-primary 
education, the trend in upper secondary education 
throughout the eighties was slightly upward. Within 
the last 5 years, the extremes are pronounced - a 
decrease in Germany of 2 1 % , compared with an 
increase in Spain of 27%. The general upward trend 
is caused by the fact that more young people are 
participating in post-compulsory education, especially 
females. 
Chart 3: Change in the number of pupils in upper 
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Despite the population trend, the number of students 
in higher education has increased considerably (22% 
for EUR 12 within the last five years). All Member 
States have experienced an increase, ranging from 
7% in Greece to 3 1 % in Spain. The current labour 
market conditions are one of the major reasons for 
this as, firstly, there are less jobs available on the 
labour market and secondly, demand for qualifications 
has grown. 
Chart 4: Change in the number of students in higher 
education between 1985/86 and 1990/91 
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With the exception of Germany, the increase in 
participation in higher education is greater among 
females (25%) than males (19%). Females accounted 
for 48% of the student population in 1990/91. The 
percentage of females in the population as a whole in 
this age group is 49%. For the Community as a 
whole, higher education can thus be regarded as a 
stronghold of equal opportunities although there are 
marked differences between countries. 
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Table 2: Non-national students in higher education 1990/91 
Total number of non-
nationals 
% of females 
Non-nationals as % of 
number of students 




















































































































































Data for country of origin : F- universities only, Ρ -1989/90, and UK - full-time only. 
I - data cover universities only and North America includes South America. D - data do not include the new Lander. 
Non-nationals in higher education 
In 1990/91, there were around 440,000 non-nationals 
in higher education in the Community. This represents 
5% of all students in higher education. Cross-country 
comparisons show significant differences (see Table 
2). Member States can basically be classified into 
three groups: In Belgium, France and the United 
Kingdom, non-nationals make up between 8% and 
10% of all students; in Denmark, Germany, Ireland 
and Portugal between 3% and 6%; while for the 
remaining countries, it is 2% or less. 
A quarter of non-national students come from another 
EC country (in Belgium and Ireland almost one in two). 
EFTA countries account for 4% of all non-national 
students. Only Denmark (21%), with its close 
Scandinavian links, strays from the Community 
average. 
The distribution of non-national students by country of 
origin is, for a number of Member States, influenced 
by colonial and language ties. For example, there is a 
strong African presence in France (56%) and Portugal 
(59%). Similarly, in Spain (24%) and Portugal (21%), 
the percentage of South American students is 
considerably higher than the Community average 
(4%). 
Only 38% of non-national students are female, 
compared with 49% of national students. The 
difference is less marked with non-national students 
from the Community, 47% of whom are female. 
Explanatory notes 
The statistics in this report refer to full-time and part-time education in the ordinary school and university system as defined in 
the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED). The various types of national education have been broken 
down according to the levels defined in ISCED. Briefly the ISCED levels are: 
- Pre-primary education (ISCED 0). Education prior to the beginning of compulsory schooling. 
- Primary education (ISCED 1). Elementary education, compulsory in all cases and lasting five years as a rule. 
- Lower secondary education (ISCED 2). Lasts three years in the majority of cases and is also compulsory. 
- Upper secondary education (ISCED 3). Begins around the age of 14 or 15, lasts normally for three years and either leads to 
the standard required for admission to higher education or, in the case of vocational education and training, is often final. 
- Higher education (ISCED 5, 6, 7). Comprises universities and all other types of higher education. 
In Ireland and the United Kingdom, students are considered as non-nationals if they have permanent residence in another 
country, while for the other Member states, non-national students are those holding passports from another country. 
Data for Portugal in charts 2-4 referto 1989/90. 
Data for Germany in charts 1-4 do not include the new Lander. 
EUR12 for charts 2-4 does not include Luxembourg. 
* Provisional or estimated figure 
: Not available 
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(1) Including the new German Länder 
(3) Excluding part-time pre-primary education before 1985/86 
(2) A slight break in the series in 1990/91 is due to a reorganisation of the 
collection of education statistics. 
